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Introduction
The Internet is fast becoming the hospitality purchase and information source for
consumers’ world wide (Ward & Shafaghi, 2008). The purpose of this chapter is to
examine if consumers of Irish hospitality products specifically trips, holidays or breaks
have fully accepted and adopted the Internet as their medium of choice and to
examine if factors such as price, trust and loyalty have any implications for the Irish
Hospitality industry. International literature was gathered and augmented to the
limited Irish specific literature in these particular areas. Research was carried out
online and offline with Irish hospitality consumers with contrasting research carried
out on owner/general managers to access the divergence or convergence of opinions.
This chapter concludes discussing the implications of the observed human factors on
the Irish online hospitality consumer process.
Acceptance and Adoption of the Internet Medium
Bonn et al. (1999, p.333) found that “the people who use the Internet to search for
information are likely to be people who are (a) college educated owners of computers,
(b) less than 45 years of age, (c) stay more often in commercial lodging establishments,
and (d) spend more money each day while traveling”. This is supported by Heung
(2003) who found that Internet travel consumers were highly educated with high
incomes. Heung (2003) to an extent is contradicted by Lohse, Bellman and Johnson
(2000) who found as early as 2000 the Internet population was already beginning to
mirror the general population, at least in the U.S (one of Irish tourism’s main markets)
thus from a diffusion theory point of view the internet has moved from early adaptors
(higher income) to being a more early / late majority (normal income) mainstream tool.
Given the recent significant reduction in Irish tourism revenue (Fáilte Ireland, 2010) the
adaption of Irish hospitality providers’ websites to the online search and decision
making methodologies of these higher average spending consumers is becoming
increasingly importance. Pre-recession Fáilte Ireland research concluded that “In
comparing Irish prices with prices in their own country, almost two in three considered
Irish prices to be higher, and this view was particularly evident among U.S. (79%) and
German (85%) holidaymakers”(Millward Brown IMS, 2006, p.13). The importance of
maximum utilisation of the online medium has recently been highlighted as it was
noted in our closest neighbour that even in recession, shopping volumes in the UK
are continuing with double-digit growth where traditional channels are experiencing
zero growth or less (Dennis et al., 2010).
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In order to identify these higher income consumers it is important to understand
their acceptance and adoption of the Internet medium as a tool to search for or
purchase Internet tourism products. The principal theory on which most Internet
technology acceptance and adoption is based is the Technology Acceptance Model
(TAM) (Davis et al., 1989). The Technology Acceptance Model was used initially to
explain computer and spreadsheet technology adoption. This model or variations of
the model has been used extensively to explain online channel adoption as Internet
tourism is a predominantly technology dependant behavioural process.
Figure 1: The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) from (Davis, 1989)
The basis of the TAM is that the perceived usefulness and the perceived ease of use
of a technological system lead to the actual use of the system. In the case of the Irish
Tourism industry this implies that if the online systems are perceived as being easy 
to use and useful then higher income tourists will use the Internet to search for or
purchase Irish tourism products online. This chapter proposed to see if this is the
case, and indeed to see if the 1989 pre-internet research is currently appropriate and
if it applies to Irish e-tourism. Research supports this accretion, Moon and Kim (2001)
and Teo, Lim and Lai (1999) suggest that TAM is indeed currently appropriate and
helps us understand website use. In an attempt to quantify and assess if Irish —
tourism consumers have accepted and adopted the medium, research was conducted
to access the level of TAM and flow.
In order to measure the adoption of the medium, an Internet usage standard must 
be applied. For the purpose of this chapter, Irish e-tourism consumer users were
assessed as having adopted and accepted the medium if they have achieved a state
of flow. Flow was accessed using criteria taken from Figure 2. Csikszentmihalyi
(1990) proposed the Flow construct as a state in which the user is in full interaction
with the computer technology. Forbes and Rothchild (2000) characterises the flow
construct as an internal state that people experience when they fully utilise and
extend their capabilities. 
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Flow is a process that leads to optimal experience. A person in flow experiences 
a merging of action and awareness, where one maintains control over but loses
awareness of the actions of the body. Novak, Hoffman, and Yung (2000) state that
when the online challenge can match the skills of the online consumers, flow state 
will occur. However if the challenges exceed skills or the individual’s skills are much
superior to challenges, frustration and boredom will occur accordingly (Hahn, 2002).
Figure 2: Flow Diagram Adapted from (Forbes and Rothchild, 2000)
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Human Factors
Literature in this section was examined in order to identify if consumers online control
factors have any significant impact on the Irish e-tourism industry. Novak, Hoffman
and Yung (2000) found that the success of e-commerce relies heavily on the online
experience provided by the e-commerce site to the customer. Thus consumers have
very tangible controls over Irish tourism businesses transacting using the Internet
medium. They have the simple choice of using or not using the Internet medium or
deciding who will be the payment recipient. While this may seem insignificant, an
intermediary may receive a commission larger than the net profit margin of the business
owner. Should the purchase of Irish hospitality products become predominantly
intermediated and internet based, the industry may have to significantly increase its
prices to cover these intermediation costs despite them currently being considered
an overpriced commodity (Millward Brown IMS, 2006). It is therefore essential that we
identify and understand the main Irish e-tourism human factors that influence the
purchase choice.
Extensive online human factors have been proposed. Jarvenpaa and Todd (1996/
1997, pp.61-64) describes four main groups of factors, “Product perceptions, price,
quality and variety. Shopping experience, described as a mixture of effort, compatibility
and playfulness. Customer service, including responsiveness, assurance, reliability,
tangibility and empathy. Customer risk, split into economic, social, performance and
personal risks”. Lee (1998) found the major factor of using an open technological
infrastructure for transactions as uncertainty. Chellappa and Pavlou, (2002) listed risk
concerns and Palmer, et al. (2000) found trust-related issues.  
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Trust
Literature about trust and fraud concerns on the Internet indicate it to be more
perceived than real. Forester Research supports this, estimating that fraud on the
Internet is about US$1 per $1,000, which amounts to 20 times less than the average
fraud rate for cellular telephones (Hird, 1997).  Ratnasingam, (2001) reinforces Hird
(1997) when she stated that trust along with other barriers to electronic commerce
acceptance were more perceived than real. A critical issue, which reduces risk, is that
if a consumer identifies credit card fraud early, the payment is cancelled and no cost
is incurred by the consumer. This may be why Karvonen and Parkkinen (2000) found
that trust is different for users having a different amount of usage experience of 
e-commerce. The Boston Consulting Group (2000) found that 96% holiday online
shoppers would purchase gifts online again even though more than half of them
experienced a purchase failure in the previous holiday season in 1999. In fact
consumers seem to evaluate trust and risk casually on the visual feel of the site.
Montoya-Weiss et al. (2000) found that consumer’s judge security/privacy based on
the professional look and feel of the web site. While the above literature is not specific
to Ireland it can be reasonably theorised that consumers are gaining confidence in the
Internet medium and indeed are making online purchase decisions. 
Loyalty
E-tourist loyalty to the online medium and the choice of search navigational pathway
hugely influences the revenue received directly by the Irish Tourism industry. US
research indicates that travel intermediaries take between 18% and 30% in
commission from all referred e-tourism consumers (Starkov and Price, 2005). A
reservation made directly with the suppliers website results in no commission being
paid at all and this is obviously the favoured option. Literature indicates loyalty is
attained from the consumer in various ways. Flavián and Guinalíu, (2006) linked trust
and security to loyalty. Yen and Gwinner, (2003), listed perceived control, performance,
convenience, efficiency, confidence benefits, special treatment benefits lead to both
satisfaction and loyalty, and a proposed model by Yun and Good, (2007) indicated
online merchandise, service and shopping atmosphere combined to form the online
store image which led to patronage intentions which then ultimately leads to e-loyalty
behaviours. Shankar et al, (2003) found that loyalty levels were higher online and that
loyal customers are more forgiving and less willing to switch online than when they
choose the service online than offline. This loyalty however seems to be contradicted
by eVOC Insights (2005, p.1) when they indicated that even “among Expedia and
Travelocity “loyalists”, 40% are likely to switch to another site to make a purchase”. 
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This loyalty of consumers is essential as Reichheld and Sasser (1990), for instance,
found that a 5 percent decrease in customer attrition could translate into a 25 to 85
percent increase in profits and indeed Dierkes and Yen (2004, p.1) found that
households with higher incomes are more loyal to “brand specific travel websites for
their frequent travel programs”. Research also indicates consumers are loyalty driven
ahead of convenience. Bogdanovych et al. (2006, p.1) found “43% book their trips
from the same travel agent, while only 29% would go to the closest one and that 38%
of respondents believe that their loyalty is not rewarded while 33% believe it is”. 
Price
The hospitality industry globally operates a price differentiation policy. Single direct
reservations (generally non price sensitive) pay “rack rate” and groups pay a lower
rate (Ward & Shafaghi, 2008). The high margin on the single direct reservation makes
up for the profit neutral groups. Research by the Horwath Worldwide Hotel Industry
Studies, indicate that direct reservations fell from approximately 39% in 1995 to 
just 34% in 2002, with the corresponding growth being focused exclusively in
electronically channels (Scaglione et al., 2009). The single direct consumer is still
paying a higher rate but is paying it to an intermediary who then pays the hotel a
group rate. This commission paid is called leakage and its cost while recorded in the
US is not by the Irish tourism industry and is increasing at an unknown rate. Any
concerns felt by the Irish tourism industry are of little concern to the consumer 
who is orientated by other issues such as the price they have to pay. Consumers in 
many cases are not even aware that the reservation has been booked through a
commission-charging intermediary. “94% of users expect competitive prices from
online travel agencies, followed by ease of use (86%), and good customer service
(82%)” (eVOC Insights, 2005, p.5). Research by Goldman Sachs in the US in 2006
shows that 61 per cent of the consumers interviewed mentioned price as the key
consideration when choosing a travel website, with other factors such as trust, ease
of use and convenience mentioned by only around 15 percent (Preston & Trunkfield,
2006). They also found that a substantial numbers of travelers shopping for hotels
and car rentals are also willing to switch if they find a lower price, thus intimating the
above mentioned loyalty is less important than price. Many consumers are aware of
the lower distribution costs associated with Web channels, (Nua, 1998). “Customers
now understand that suppliers are cutting costs through this channel and expect
savings to be passed onto them, as well as being rewarded for making the booking
themselves” (Muqbil, 1998, p.1). The Joint Hospitality Industry Congress (2000) found
that there is a real expectation among consumers that Internet prices will be lower
than those in the “bricks and mortar” world. “Almost six out of ten leisure travellers
now actively seek the lowest possible price” for travel services” and “fully eight out 
of every ten say they attempt to negotiate the best rates on hotel accommodations”
(Yesawich, Pepperdine & Brown 2000, p.1). 
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Forrester Research (2001) found that 66% of all buyers used an online discount in the
past 12 months to buy travel online. While the vast majority of research seems to
indicate price as the main factor interesting points were noted. BTC (2003) found that
a segment that fly business class and are not at all price sensitive since their company
is paying for these travel costs and yet spend in their spare time, hours on the Internet
trying to find the cheapest flight for their vacation trip. 
Methods 
In order to answer the research questions this chapter posed, three specific target
populations were identified; offline Irish e-tourism consumers, online Irish e-tourism
consumers and controlling stakeholders in the Irish e-tourism industry. It was decided
the sample frame of Irish e-tourism consumers would be selected proportionately by
nationality with the number of respondents questioned within each nationality based
on the individual nationality’s contribution to the total 2006 Irish national tourism
revenue. A total of 504 respondents were targeted during the research. 304 offline
Irish e-tourism consumers (one consumer for every €20m in annual tourism revenue),
100 online Irish e-tourism consumers and 100 controlling stakeholders of the Irish 
e-tourism industry. General managers / proprietors were selected as the controlling
stakeholders of the Irish e-tourism industry and were selected randomly from their
respective market segment in proportion to Irish national tourism revenue. The base
statistics used were taken from government tourism figures (Fáilte Ireland, 2007).
Three distinctive research processes were used for the different target populations. 
In Sept 2008 offline Irish e-tourism consumers who had just completed their Irish
holidays, trips or breaks were questioned by the author in the departures area of Cork
International Airport targeting their pre-determined offline tourism decisions and their
acceptance and adoption of the Internet medium. Irish e-tourism consumers were
separately observed by the author online monitoring their search decisions and
control of the e-tourism process. Online consumers were asked to search and
purchase holidays, trips or breaks of their choice. Their navigational pathways were
recorded with specific predetermined questions asked about their page choices
following the conclusion of the navigational process. Irish e-tourism industry
stakeholders were interviewed by phone to assess their understanding of their own
control factors and the financial implications for the Irish tourism industry. The
questionnaires and interviews were pilot tested on a small number of respondents. 
All research was carried out completely by the author and all questions were fully
answered or the questionnaire was discarded.
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Results
Technology Acceptance
The vast majority of researchers of Irish tourism products who search online were
found to be frequent users of the Internet. The vast majority of respondents (74%)
used the internet every day. 7% used it five times a week, 5% use it two to three
times a week, 4% use it once a week, 3% use it twice a month and 7% use it once 
a month or less. This indicated that the internet is very accepted as a technology of
Irish hospitality consumers. The researchers of Irish tourism products when questioned
on the key constructs of the Technology Acceptance Model, i.e. “Ease of Use” and
“Perceived Usefulness” were found to have almost fully accepted the Internet
technology. The vast majority 99% found the internet to be both easy to use and
perceived it to be useful.
Flow
Whilst not as definitive as the Technology Acceptance Model, the vast majority of
researchers of Irish tourism products were found to be experiencing Flow whilst using
the Internet. 
Figure 3: Flow 
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Consumer Factors (Price/Trust/Loyalty)
Consumers demonstrated in Table 1 that they are largely convenience driven stating
that 97% would pay the price of the Irish hospitality product they found if paying their
own money. 91% indicated they trusted the website they found. Some of the 13%
who said they would not completely book their holiday, trip or break online indicated
they would ring the phone number on the website thus purchasing online through the
Internet but using a different medium. An indication of the convenience requirement
of consumers was where despite 97% being happy to pay the price on screen 98%
indicated they would change loyalty if they found a lower price elsewhere. 97%
demonstrated that their selection of Ireland as their destination was fixed and they
would have changed website rather than change Ireland as their selected destination.
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 Table 1: Irish e-Tourism Consumer Human Factors (Price/Trust/Loyalty)
Yes No
Were you paying your own money for the holiday, trip or break that you 97% 3%
found today, would you think the price was acceptable? 
Would you trust this site enough to purchase online or book by ringing 91% 9%
the number online?
Would you stay loyal to this or another site if you thought you could get 2% 98%
exactly the same holiday, trip or break cheaper elsewhere?
In relation to the holiday, trip or break that you found today would you normally 87% 13%
book it completely online (Yes) or book or pay for it in some other way (No)?
If there were no Irish holidays/trips or accommodation on the particular web site 
or sites that you are loyal to, would you look for a holiday in a different country? 3% 97%
 
Industry Factors (Price)
In Table 2 hoteliers believed that their rooms were either the same price (66%) or
cheaper on their own sites (33%), only 1% believed an intermediary was cheaper (the
hotelier could name the online intermediary). Diligent searching found that a cheaper
room price could be found (sometimes only 1% cheaper) could be found 70% of the
time with 25% being the same price and in only 3% of cases the hotel’s website was
cheaper. 
Table 2: Irish e-Tourism Prices (Researched from Owner/General Manager)
I searched the Internet looking for a web site that offered your hotel at a cheaper room rate than that
offered by your hotel. Did I find?
Direct cheaper Intermediary cheaper Both the same
Industry Estimate 33% 1% 66%
Actual Found 3% 70% 5%
Hoteliers were similarly unknowledgeable when it came to the commissions they
were paying to intermediaries. Some estimated extreme rates as high as 35% but
anybody stating more than 20% admitted they were not exactly sure of the rate they
were paying. 15% admitted they didn’t know what commission rate they were being
charged by the intermediaries.
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Discussion, Implications 
Irish literature specific to this chapter was largely unavailable and consequently
international literature, mostly American in origin, was used as a foundation for the
research. The research concluded that the vast majority of Irish e-tourists have
accepted and adopted the Internet in accordance with the main established theories,
Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) and Flow (Csikszentmihalyi ,1990)). Irish
Online Hospitality purchasers and information searchers use the medium mostly
every day and find the medium easy to use and useful and find the Internet matches
their skills and is challenging enough to maintain their interest in using the medium.
The most significant issues, which relate to the Irish hospitality industry, were that
consumers found the prices they found online acceptable but the vast majority
indicated they would purchase from a different source if they found a lower price in a
different location. Cost had been stated to be a major concern of consumers (Preston
& Trunkfield, 2006), they however largely selected the accommodation they located
easily. Very little price comparison was observed. Multiple searches by consumers
prior to the selection of the tourism products were mostly because of systems failures
or the websites found not hosting a booking system. The vast majority similarly were
happy with the first price they found indicating that convenience significantly outweighs
price and that consumers’ loyalties are not established or predetermined in the main.
As 58% of Irish tourists (Fáilte Ireland, 2008) are first time visitors, they have a very
limited knowledge of Ireland and search extensively using search engines. The
research indicates they are comfortable with the medium and use it to decide and
book their Irish holiday. The convenience driven online search process indicated 
that they are choosing the first acceptable site they find and it was noted that the
respondents were largely choosing commission-charging intermediaries exclusively
because the intermediaries were more conveniently in their navigational pathway than
Irish hospitality providers. 
Conclusion
The research conducted indicates that online Irish hospitality consumers have
accepted the online medium and the results across a range of human factors such 
as trust, loyalty and price indicate conformity with other consumers noted in the
international literature examined. The main differential noted by the author was the
significant lack of Irish specific research and the lack of awareness of the influence 
on their revenue of online hospitality consumers by hospitality industry stakeholders.
This area merits significant research in the future and could be highly beneficial to
hospitality industry stakeholders through the significant cost savings that could be
achieved from disintermediation in these highly challenging times.
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